Transcribing traditional African music is an arduous undertaking. On the one hand the musicians, composers of the music, stem from a long line of generations whose only way of passing their art to posterity was by word of mouth. They had no technique of preserving their art in writing. On the other hand, these oral traditions have been subject, for unforeseeable ecological reasons, to the often unpleasant after-effects of pollution, which, instead of helping them to develop greater vitality, often deal the final blow which leads to their disappearance. Yet these musics, as products of man's artistic and spiritual progress, embody messages of wisdom directed at all generations of our humankind. As such they convey not only wellcrafted material forms capable of affecting our deepest feelings, but also modes of thought which can richly nourish and dynamically stimulate our creativity. It is in this sense that these musical traditions are worthy of interest and deserve our close attention.
A better future can only be guaranteed according to the degree to which we can restore strength and vigour to the essential positive values of our various traditions, by using duly selected and thoroughly mastered modern techniques. It is up to us, on the one hand, to discover and define these values better, and on the other to use the techniques of our time to build them into a solid base for harmonious develop ment in present-day life. We shall thus be able to bring about, without useless rush or regrettable collision, a fruitful meeting between our traditions and the great values of foreign cultures, the latter being content with a subsidiary role in the improvement and completion of the great values of our own various cultures.
It was with this understanding that I wrote " Les Mendzag des Chanteurs de Yaounde" .1 I set out my personal experience of xylophones, which began with long experience with traditional masters at my home. After considering such aspects as history, organology, techniques of manufacture and use, I tackle squarely the thorny problem of transcribing the traditional music of our xylophones and accompanying instruments. This music and the instruments carry great positive value in the traditional culture of my ancestors. Not only have I lived and still live happily with them, but I have also used them to help the mass of people in my country to rediscover the intense delight and pride of belonging to the cultural tradition of their origins. Because the traditional scale of this music does not correspond to the Western tempered scale, I have perfected a simple and original new system for transcribing our traditional music, starting from the principles behind the traditional manufacture and use of our xylophones.
Creating and assembling the mechanics of a new technique cannot be done in a day. It develops gradually with use. In my book, as in the article " Les Mendzag des Ewondo du Cameroun"2 I have naturally paid more attention to formulating principles. I have only outlined the practical aspect in a few illustrations. To remedy this default and to contribute towards the actual use of the new system, I propose here a standard model of rows of squares.
In principle, in our new system, for a musical instrument which is played with two hands, whether alternately or simultaneously, we use two separate but co ordinated groups of squares. If the instrument has only one keyboard, each of these two groups will thus consist of only one horizontal row of squares. This applies to xylophones, slit drums and membrane drums (111. 1, see French version).
For instruments played with one hand, whether directly with the palm and fingers, or indirectly with some object, a single group of squares will do. If the 'key board' consists of merely one playing surface, the group of squares will also consist of a single horizontal row of squares. This applies to nkay (double bell), nyas (rattle), kob (clap), percussion sticks (111. 2).
For chordophones, if the instrument comprises one set of strings, vertical or horizontal, a single group of squares will do, each string (or each group of strings producing the same note at the same pitch) having its own horizontal row of squares. This applies to harps, lyres and zithers (111. 3).
If the instrument comprises two sets of strings and is played with two hands, we shall use two separate but coordinated groups of squares, each string having its own horizontal row of squares.
Our mvet falls into this category. Its strings are supported by a bridge which gives them the tension to vibrate properly. This bridge divides the strings into two unequal parts. The shorter part gives the higher notes, the longer part the lower notes. This chordophone in fact comprises two separate sets of strings. Thus the fingers of the two hands are required to move separately. The music is transcribed accordingly, i.e. with two coordinated groups of squares, each string having its own row of squares. The first, higher group, represents the strings of the upper part of the mvet, that is, the shorter higher strings, which are above the bridge and towards the shoulder, when the mvet is in normal playing position. The second, lower group represents the strings of the lower part of the mvet, that is those which are both lower in pitch and held downwards towards the knee. Each of these two groups contains as many horizontal rows of squares as there are strings in the playing area of each hand, each string having its own row. A five-string mvet, my own instrument for instance, needs two groups, each of five rows of squares (111. 4).
As for wind instruments, I liken these to human voices, each voice having a single row of squares for transcribing its melody.
In order to show the practical application of this transcription system, I would like to offer here a few pages of notation of my own music, an extract from the 'Alleluia' from my 'Ebony Cross Oratorio'.3 The orchestral accompaniment con sists only of African instruments: an ensemble of four mendzarj xylophones (omvak, akuda-omvak, nyia-mendzay, endum) , a nkul slit drum, a mb a large membrane drum, a nkay double bell, nyas rattles, kob hand clapping. The mvet is also included, but was not used in the Alleluia on this record.
It goes without saying that I shall be very happy to receive any suggestions or constructive criticisms which interested readers may have for or against this new system of transcribing the traditional African music of Cameroon.
